





























































placement partners, and Jones and Mark 
Cooper, the officer who’s been coordinat-
ing the agency’s work with rescues, want 
to see animal services around the country 
embrace external placement groups and 
work toward an institutional culture that 
treats them as partners.
Delivering that message is one of the 
primary goals of this story. In the names 
of all the shelters that have found amaz-
ing transfer partners in their communities, 
let’s say it clearly: Rescue groups, thank 
you. Every day you help save thousands of 
animals. The progress the humane field has 
made in lowering euthanasia rates could 
not have happened without you. Shelters 
should no more avoid working with res-
cues because of the occasional bad actor 
than adopters should avoid shelters due to 
one bad experience.
In Dallas, Jones’s agency has worked 
to welcome local rescue partners. In 2009, 
Cooper started posting to an area listserv, 
DFW Cares, to let people know that the 
agency was open to partnerships. “I reached 
out to all of them and said, ‘I’m here, I’m 
your contact, and come on by,’” says Cooper, 
adding that his commitment to saving lives, 
and his desire to make the transfer process 
as easy as possible, has been critical to the 
agency’s success. 
Cooper goes out of his way to make the 
process smooth. If a rescuer gets stuck in 
traffic, for example, and calls to let him know 
that she won’t be able to make it into the 
shelter to pick up the animal as scheduled, 
he’ll work with them. “And they don’t al-
ways have that with other groups,” he notes. 
“Certain shelters are like, ‘Be here this time, 
no later, or the animal will be euthanized.’”
Here to Help
Cooper considers the agency’s rescue part-
ners his friends. They’re all on a first-name 
basis and have a great rapport. And that’s 
an attitude that has spread throughout the 
agency, Jones notes, pointing out that a sin-
gle staffer can’t do it all by himself. You have 
to make sure that openness to rescue is part 
of the organizational culture, she says, and 
not a system that only works smoothly when 
the one rescue-friendly staffer is on duty. 
At Dallas Animal Services (DAS), good 
relationships with rescue groups have not 
only saved animals’ lives, they’ve had a 
wonder ful ef fect on staf f morale, says 
shelter manager Jody Jones. Even though 
one local rescue group got in “a little over 
their head” not long ago, taking in more 
animals than it could care for, Jones says 
that was in no way typical. It ’s “not the 
norm for that to happen with your transfer 
partners. Not at all.” 
On the contrary, Jones says, rescue re-
lationships have been a huge boon to her 
shelter, enabling them to save many more 
animals, and she wanted to make sure 
that other animal control agencies reading 
the Animal Sheltering got that message 
loud and clear. DAS loves its transfer and 
Establishing Your Bona Fidos
For rescue groups, strutting your stuff to local shelters  
can help you save more animals
BY CARRIE ALLAN
His bags are 
packed; he’s ready 
to go. And you 
want to help him 
find a good home. 
But first, you may 
need to show the 
shelter how lucky 
he is to be leaving 
with you.
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While transforming the system at Dallas 
Animal Services, Cooper’s been privy to 
some of the common complaints rescuers 
have about shelters. His experiences echo 
what most rescuers interviewed for this story 
say about their work: They all have good re-
lationships with some of their local shelters, 
but report that others have treated them 
badly or seem to view them with suspicion. 
It’s a reality that baffles and frustrates 
many rescuers. Why do some shelters seem 
fearful about collaborating? Why do some 
agencies dig in their heels and make things 
difficult, when it’s so obvious that partnering 
saves animals’ lives?
The difference is summed up by Ellen 
Fawl of Purebreds P lus Cat Rescue in 
California: “If you go to a shelter like the 
Sacramento SPCA, [their staff] comes to the 
front and says, ‘How can I help you?’ and 
they take us through the entire shelter, and 
we end up taking a dozen cats. But when 
you go to the other shelter, they treat us like 
we’re trying to steal something, and we’re 
there for four hours, and we get the run-
around, and we have to sign a million forms 
and wait.” It’s had an effect on the group’s 
willingness to pull animals there, she says. 
“Not one of our foster moms is willing to go 
out to that shelter anymore.”
In contrast, rescue-friendly shelters rec-
ognize that transfer partners help boost live 
release rates—a top priority for most pro-
gressive shelters and the communities they 
serve. DAS, for example, now works with 
more than 100 rescue groups, and Cooper 
says he regularly gets emails from groups 
who’ve heard how easy the shelter is to work 
with and want to partner with it.
It’s changed the agency across the board, 
he says. In the past, field officers bringing in 
stray dogs would leave them in a cage, and 
consider their jobs done. Now, though, offi-
cers sometimes call Cooper at night to bring 
his attention to a pooch who’s captured their 
attention. They’ll tell him what kennel the 
dog is in, point out the dog’s appealing quali-
ties, and ask him to do what he can to get 
the animal to a rescue group. 
“It’s a total change from how it used to 
be,” says Cooper. “They realize that these 
dogs don’t have to be put down.”
With so much good being done through 
collaborative relationships between shelters 
and rescues, it’s a mystery to many why any 
shelter—especially one that’s still euthaniz-
ing for space—would hesitate to get involved 
with a good rescue partner. 
But some of these shelters do have rea-
sons, or at least a history that might explain 
their concerns. Understanding what those 
reasons might be can help rescues make their 
case. By providing shelters with evidence of 
your high animal care standards and suc-
cessful placements, you can persuade them 
that—given the importance of saving ani-
mals’ lives—the occasional bad apple should 
not spoil the whole bunch.
Shelter Fear Factor #1:  
Partnering With a Potential Critic
“There are so many rescue groups that have 
a reputation of badmouthing the shelters,” 
says Lauren Fox, head of All Breed Rescue 
& Training in Colorado. “And that has been 
something I’ve made sure was clear within 
the organization—to my volunteers, to 
my board members, to the humane soci-
ety—that when other groups are on that 
bandwagon of badmouthing the, quote-
unquote, kill shelters, that’s not going to do 
any good for anybody.”
When Fox took her current position at All 
Breed Rescue & Training, she knew that there 
had been some bad blood between the for-
mer head and the director of the local shelter. 
So she asked him out to lunch and explained 
that there was a new sheriff in town. “I sat 
down and said, ‘Our goal is to help you. That’s 
what we do—we’re here to help you reduce 
your euthanasia numbers and reduce the 
stress on the staff when they feel like there’s a 
dog who’s just not appropriate for the general 
public, or has some special medical or behav-
ior needs, and the toll that takes on your staff 
to put that dog on the euthanasia list.’” 
Staying out of the nasty political battles 
that have surrounded Miami-Dade County 
Animal Services for the past few years has 
helped rescuer Carol Johnson stay focused on 
what matters to her, and has helped preserve 
her good relationship with the shelter. “What 
I want to do is go there, get my dogs, and get 
out,” says Johnson, who works with Golden 
Rescue South Florida. “These people who 
send these horrible nasty emails, I just don’t 
get involved in all that.” 
Some shelters do deserve criticism, and if 
you’ve tried to work with management to im-
prove standards of care but gotten nowhere, 
sometimes going public is the only way to 
initiate change. But you may need to decide 
Just as rescuers are concerned about where their animals get placed, shelters want to make 
sure that animals who go to rescue end up somewhere safe—as Dory, a pet-of-the-week 
from Homeward Bound Animal Rescue in Texas, clearly has.














































where you can do the most good—because 
few shelters will feel good about releasing 
animals to people who are trashing their 
work in the media the next day. 
Johnson admits she doesn’t always agree 
with every shelter policy. But, she says, “If 
there’s something I’m not happy about, I 
will tell them. I really try to pick my battles. I 
think that it’s better for the dogs—I could go 
in there and scream and yell and be an ass, 
and who’s going to suffer for that ultimately? 
It’s the dogs.” In return, Johnson says, she’s 
found the shelter is open to the complaints 
she’s raised with them and tries to work on 
making improvements.
Shelter Fear Factor #2: 
What’s Behind that Door?
Part of shelters’ recalcitrance may be fear of 
the unknown.
Consider the visibility factor: Most shel-
ters are public institutions, open to members 
of the public who come to adopt, surrender, 
or volunteer. This visibility tends to guarantee 
that if there are ongoing problems at an ani-
mal shelter, the public will find out. 
With rescues, though, it’s different. Many 
rescues are run by single individuals out of 
private homes, so shelters often have nothing 
but a reputation to go on. And newer rescues 
don’t yet have much of a reputation. It can 
be a Catch-22: Sometimes a rescuer can’t pull 
animals until she proves herself and develops 
a good reputation, but she can’t get a good 
reputation till she pulls some animals and 
places them, thus proving herself.
If you’re a new rescuer and you’re sensing 
hesitation from a local agency, invite a shelter 
representative to visit your home or wherever 
the animals will be housed. Several rescuers 
interviewed for this story pointed out that 
rescue groups often do adopter home visits 
themselves, assuring adopters that the visit 
is nothing personal and merely a precau-
tion to ensure an appropriate home environ-
ment. A rescue trying to prove its bona fides 
should offer that option in a similar spirit. Not 
all shelters will take you up on it, but many 
will find the offer itself reassuring. Barbara 
Richardson of Texas-based Homeward Bound 
Animal Rescue asks rhetorically, “You got the 
nerve to tell someone that you need to come 
into their home to check where one dog is 
going, and you won’t let a shelter come in to 
see where your 10 dogs are?”
Home visits don’t need to feel like an in-
vasion. If you can invite a representative from 
animal control or the local humane society 
for coffee once or twice a year, you can show 
them how well your animals are doing, chat 
them up about other issues, and get some caf-
feine into your system in one fell swoop.
The shelters that want to see your housing 
space are likely just trying to avoid any potential 
problems. Because in the rare case when some-
thing does go wrong, it can go badly wrong. 
Several cases handled by The HSUS over the 
past few years provide examples: A rescue/
sanctuary in Florida was holding 700 cats who 
had to be removed and placed by multiple co-
operating agencies. A rescue in Mississippi had 
163 dogs, most of them mangy and suffering 
from untreated wounds. And that Texas rescuer 
who was “a little over her head”? Jody Jones 
was being kind in that description.
Richardson, who has been rescuing 
dogs for nearly 20 years —“they call me 
the Queen of Mange,” she jokes—still gets 
angry talking about that case. A woman 
many in the rescue community had known 
for years got overwhelmed. There were some 
signs of trouble; for example, she started 
having people drop animals off at her vet’s 
office rather than her home, but nothing re-
ally rang any alarm bells.
But one day, Richardson got an email 
from the woman at 5 a.m., saying that animal 
control had been to her house, and asking 
Richardson whether she had to let them in. 
“And I said, ‘Well, no, not without a search 
warrant, but you know my stance on that—
if you don’t let animal control in your house, 
While it’s not a common occurrence, some rescuers have become overwhelmed and slipped 
into hoarding—as seen at this property in Mississippi, where more than 100 animals, many 
suffering from disease and untreated wounds, had to be removed from filthy conditions.
It can be a  
Catch-22: 
Sometimes a 
rescuer can’t pull 
animals until she 
develops a good 
reputation, but 
she can’t get a 
good reputation 
till she pulls 
some animals 
and places them.
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there’s obviously a problem,’” Richardson re-
calls. “And sure enough …”
Police and the SPCA of Texas pulled 
more than 100 animals from that property in 
Duncanville. “And let me tell you, you should 
have seen these conditions,” Richardson says. 
“These dogs were in crates that were rusted 
shut. There was poo and pee everywhere. 
There was one picture of a dog that was liter-
ally trying to rip its way out of a metal cage.”
Not in Your Backyard
The case was a nightmare for any animal 
lover to confront, and the tragedy goes be-
yond the animals who were directly affected. 
Such cases usually require the intervention 
of animal control, adding more animals to 
their cages and increasing their burden. Such 
cases can also make them nervous about 
working with any rescue groups. And when 
shelters that are still euthanizing avoid work-
ing with rescue, it can cost animals’ lives.
Horrified by the case and concerned 
a b o u t  t h e  p o te n t i a l  co n s e q u e n ce s , 
Richardson—along with several other res-
cue groups and shelters in the area—have 
been meeting to discuss developing ex-
plicit standards of care they can all agree 
on. They’ve made attempts to do this in the 
past, Richardson says, but the meetings had 
broken down. But she thinks that this case 
bothered people enough that they’ll have 
the momentum to get consensus. The group 
is working on developing a code of con-
duct and standards based around the Five 
Freedoms, and Richardson says she’s hoping 
most groups will agree to allow members of 
the coalition to visit their property annually.
James Bias, executive director of the 
SPCA of Texas, thinks it’s a promising de-
velopment. “I think any policing is going to 
have to come from the rescue groups them-
selves,” he says.
Lou Guyton, senior director of commu-
nity initiatives with the ASPCA, who also 
does corgi rescue independently, agrees. She 
notes that when shelters react to hoarding 
situations by putting up more hurdles for res-
cuers, it isn’t necessarily a good response. 
“A lot of shelters in our area have big, 
huge application processes for rescues, and 
have all these strict rules,” says Guyton, who 
is working with the group in Texas to de-
velop the standards. “But that hasn’t stopped 
what’s happening. We’re really trying to find 
a way to recognize those potentially danger-
ous situations, and mitigate or eliminate them 
altogether.” In some cases, cumbersome 
shelter processes—as cat rescuer Fawl can at-
test—just send good rescues elsewhere.
In some places—Colorado, for example—
state agencies already have official processes 
for inspecting certified rescue groups. That’s 
been very helpful to Fox. All of her group’s 
foster homes are inspected annually by the 
state’s Pet Animal Care Facilities program, and 
she makes sure that shelters her group works 
with know that it stays compliant. 
Fawl wishes that California had a licens-
ing process for rescue groups, one that would 
allow private individuals to be certified and in-
spected and run as a sort of mini-kennel. She 
believes that one reason some rescuers are re-
luctant to open their homes for inspection is 
because some of them do have more animals 
than local regulations allow. But they aren’t 
“hoarders”—the cats are in great condition, so-
cialized, and their rescuers’ houses are immacu-
late. “I used to have 50 cats here, and I did it 
better than my local animal control,” she says.
If rescues could get some sort of private 
kennel license, Fawl thinks, their nervousness 
about allowing their homes to be inspected—
a nervousness which, she suspects, may come 
across to shelters as trying to hide some-
thing—would be alleviated. “So many res-
cuers are operating under the radar, and are 
afraid to let people know what they’re up to, 
even if they’re doing good work,” she says.
Be Your Own Best Advocate
In places where no official certification process 
exists, it’s smart for rescues to consider what 
they can do collectively to ensure their own 
high standards for care are being met, and 
that they have a mechanism to demonstrate 
those standards to local shelters. Coming to-
gether to develop shared standards is a big, 
long-term project—one that may benefit from 
an outside facilitator. It may be worthwhile for 
groups that operate in communities where re-
lationships between shelters and rescues are 
still tense, or where recent hoarding cases may 
have made shelters nervous.
Saddened and angered by the euthana-
sia that still happens at many shelters, many 
rescuers are inspired to do their work spe-
cifically to combat those death rates. They 
spend their own money and time and energy 
to help shelters get their live release rates up. 
Most shelters are more than grateful for help 
from any group that’s helping save animals’ 
lives responsibly. 
Take DAS, where Jones says that relation-
ships with rescue have really changed staff 
morale. “It empowers staff to have an out-
let, to be able to feel attached to that animal 
and its outcome as opposed to having to shut 
down those feelings, and close them off as 
an animal control person,” she says. “If this is 
a good dog and you’ve got an outlet or a re-
source within your organization, it makes you 
walk a little taller and feel a little prouder.”
Conversely, the odd case where a rescue 
adds to the problem is likely to have a chill-
ing effect on collaborative efforts. The effect 
may be disproportionate, but is usually based 
on a shelter’s real fear of putting its animals 
in harm’s way. “If [the shelter] has to go into 
a home that was a rescuer and pull out 200 
sick and dying cats, they’re not going to be 
happy with rescue,” says Fawl. “It goes both 
ways. We have to find ways to be above 
board as rescuers.” AS
For more tips on showing shelters 
what a great partner you’ll be, go to 
animalsheltering.org/rescue_strategies.
As a rescue group, one of the smartest 
things you can do is share stories and 
pictures of your successful placements with 
your shelter partners. It lets them know the 
animals you take in—like Ella and Moxie, 
adopted through Lost Dog and Cat Rescue 
Foundation—are finding great homes.
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